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Abstract 
This study investigates the relationship between types of product harm crises and consumer attribution, the moderating effects of 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) image, and furthers the relationship between consumer attribution and consumer-company 
identification. The experimental design adopts 4(product harm crises: internal personal / internal impersonal / external personal / 
external impersonal) Ø! 2(high CSR image / low CSR image) between-subjects factorial design. The findings show that different 
product-harm crisis has respective influence on consumer attribution. Under the scenarios of internal personal, internal impersonal, 
and external personal, enterprises with higher CSR image will lower consumer attribution. Locus and stability will influence 
consumer-company identification. 
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1. Introduction 
In recent years, negative news of enterprise crises is not uncommon, including that of Lehman Brothers bankruptcy 
and Foxconn workers suicide. Food poisoning incidents also keep arising. For instance, baby milk powder is detected 
with melamine, which results in disgraceful cases of baby kidney stone. The cooking oil scandal in 2014 involves various 
well-known food companies and causes serious concern of food safety. 
Most of the past research focuses on the choices of communication strategies and timing of response after the crises 
(Claeys & Cauberghe, 2011; Laufer & Coombs, 2006); while, some others explore the influences crises have on 
enterprises, like the influence on consumer expectation (Dawar & Pillutla, 2000) or on brand loyalty (Stockmyer, 1996). 
However, very few investigate how crises influence consumer attribution, which makes an important issue because 
attribution is the basis for consumers to alter and renew their brand evaluation. On the other hand, in the days, consumers 
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have more comprehensive knowledge of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR); consequently, there is an increasing 
volume of research investigating CRS for its academic or practical values. Some studies point out that the halo effect of 
CSR may play a crucial role in affecting consumer behaviors; however, very few of the past studies examine how the 
halo effect of CSR influences consumer judgment when irregular episodes occur.(Klein & Dawar, 2004) Still other 
studies indicate that CSR can function as strategic and insurance instruments for negative events. (Fombrun, Gardberg, 
& Barnett, 2000; Klein & Dawar, 2004; Mowen & Ellis, 1981; Shrivastava, 1995) Given the foregoing research 
background and motivations, this study adopts 4(product harm crises: internal personal / internal impersonal / external 
personal / external impersonal) * 2(high CSR image / low CSR image) between-subjects factorial design to investigate 
the relationship between types of product harm crises and consumer attribution, the moderating effects of CSR image, 
and further the effects of consumer attribution on the consumer-company identification. 
2. Literature review and hypotheses  
2.1. Product-harm crises 
The biggest threat to enterprises is the product harm crises. (Dawar & Pillutla, 2000; Heerde, Helaen, & Dekimpe, 
2007) Product-harm crises may arise from various causes like manufacturer’s negligence or product misuse, etc. In 
addition, it is also broadly defined as products defective or even dangerous(Dawar & Pillutla, 2000). Product-harm crises 
may result in substantial drop of stock price(Pruitt & Peterson, 1985) and undermine consumers’ favorable assessment 
on the brand. (Klein & Dawar, 2004) Other than that, studies also indicate that product-harm crises also have negative 
impacts on consumers’ future willingness to purchase merchandise from the affected companies, even though the items 
are not involved in the crises. (Siomkos & Kurzbard, 1994) 
Organizations may be faced with a variety of crises. Shrivastava and Mitroff (1987) assert that organizational crises 
result from organization-environment interaction; therefore, they classify crises as internal/external and technical/social. 
Mitroffamp & MCwhinney˄1990˅divided crises into four categories along the binary axis of internal/external and 
personal/impersonal. The first category is internal impersonal crisis, such as industrial disasters or accidents. The second 
category is external impersonal crisis such natural disaster and financial crises. The third category is internal personal 
crises, which includes poisoning of the intro-factory products, defective quality control, organization conflicts, and 
sabotage. The fourth category is the external personal crises, involving terrorist attacks, counterfeit, and spread of rumors. 
Referring to the literature given above, this study divides the causes of product-harm crises into internal/external, and 
personal/impersonal, and investigates if different types of product harm crises have different impact on consumers.   
2.2. Consumer Attribution  
Attribution theory has been generating intensive discussions in the fields of social and cognitive psychology, and been 
widely applied in the field of consumer psychology. Folkes, Koletsky, and Graham (1987) contend that attribution will 
form the basis for consumers to assess and deal with the brand. In the process of establishing attribution, consumers rely 
on information like business association, whose impact depends on its relevance to consumers. Weiner (1980) develops 
a model of attribution, which is classified along three dimensions: locus, stability, and controllability. The locus 
dimension is conceptualized as the events are caused by the consumers themselves or the manufacturers. The stability 
dimension captures whether causes are temporary or usually happen. The controllability dimension contrasts causes that 
can be controlled or not. McAuley, Duncan, and Russell (1992) contend that people use four dimensions of stability, 
external control, personal control, and locus for attribution. Different from Weiner (1980), McAuley et al. (1992) extend 
the concept of controllability by proposing dual dimensions of personal and external control. For personal control, the 
attributor indicates that the actors can or cannot personally control the outcome of the event. For external control, the 
attribution simply indicates if the events can be controlled or not. However, some studies suggest the conversion of locus 
and personal control because research demonstrates substantial overlap of the two dimensions. (Wilson, Cruz, Marshall, 
& Rao, 1993) 
A crisis is an event wherein individuals or the public identify a causal relationship and make attribution. The more 
responsibility the public blames an organization for the crisis, the more negative impression the public will attach to the 
organization. In other words, more attribution of accountability will lead to more intense of anger and negative feelings. 
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Consumers automatically attribute responsibility when they are faced with defective or dangerous products (Folkes & 
Kotsos, 1986). Folkes (1984) asserts that if the failure is attributed as internal, stable, and controllable, consumes will 
attribute the failure to the business; if the failure is attributed as external, temporary, and uncontrollable, the failure will 
be attributed as external. 
Coombs and Holladay (1996) argues that different types of crises will have different influence on consumer attribution. 
In comparison with accidents, illegal events will be more likely perceived as internal. Besides, illegal events will be 
considered intentional because compared to accidents, illegal events are more controllable. The study also maintains 
that types of crises will not influence the attribution of stability, which should be judged by the number of occurrences. 
Cho and Gower (2006) also points out that less intentional incident will lead to less organizational reproach and 
accountability.   
H1a: Compared with external product-harm crisis, internal product-harm crisis scores higher on dimensions  
(1) locus and (2) controllability. 
H1b: Compared with impersonal product-harm crisis, personal product-harm crisis scores higher on dimensions  
(1) locus and (2) controllability. 
H1c: There is no significant difference in impacts of different product-harm crises on stabilityį 
2.3 Corporate social responsibility 
CSR is a concept highly recognized by enterprises, the public, and scholars nowadays (Vaaland, Heide, & Grønhaug, 
2008). Bowen (1953), father of CSR, refers to the obligations of businessmen who should conform to pursue the 
objectives and values of our society when pursue their policies, to make those decisions. Consumers will consider CSR 
attitude of the companies to generate relevant beliefs, whose halo effect will have strong and direct influence on 
consumer attribution, and the consequent brand evaluation and willingness to purchase. (Klein & Dawar, 2004) Besides, 
CSR association, which serves catalysis for an integrated corporate association, should be distinguished from a sheer 
association of product information. (Aaker, 1996) In the process of attribution, the impact of association may be 
dependable on the relevance of consumers (Crocker, 1981; Metalsky & Abramson, 1981). Shrivastava (1995) connects 
CSR with risk management and prevention, and asserts that enterprises should have substantial understanding of CSR 
in order to effectively respond to risks. In the same vein, Fombrun et al. (2000) stresses that CSR can be an effective 
strategic instrument for enterprises to reduce or minimize the potential risks. Klein and Dawar (2004) reveal that in 
comparison with positive CSR, the negative CSR has more intensive influence on attribution. 
As previous literature points out, enterprises can neutralize negative impacts through CSR; when CSR image of a 
company is more negative, consumers will have more negative attribution to the company. The present study divides 
CSR into high CSR and low CSR to explore whether CSR can influence consumer attribution of crises. Thus, the 
hypotheses are as followsĻ 
ġġġġH2a: When the enterprise encounters internal personal product-harm crisis, the enterprise with high CSR image (vs. 
low CSR image) scores lower in dimensions (1) locus, (2) stability, and (3) controllability. 
H2b: When the enterprise encounters internal impersonal product-harm crisis, the enterprise with high CSR image 
(vs. low CSR image) scores lower in dimensions (1) locus, (2) stability, and (3) controllability. 
H2c: When the enterprise encounters external personal product-harm crisis, the enterprise with high CSR image (vs. 
low CSR image) scores lower in dimensions (1) locus, (2) stability, and (3) controllability. 
H2d: When the enterprise encounters external impersonal product-harm crisis, there is no significant difference in 
the impact of the level of CSR image on consumer attribution. 
 
2.3 Consumer-company identification 
In recent years, increasing volume of marketing and management research is interesting in examining the individual 
identification with organizations and the consequent reactions of the identification. (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; 
Lichtenstein, Drumwright, & Braig, 2004; Marin & Ruiz, 2007) Pérez (2009) shows that more and more marketers seek 
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to establish profound, steady and meaningful relationship with consumers, and consumer-company identification 
provides the primary psychological basis. 
Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail (1994) defines consumer-company identification as the cognitive stage of consumer-
company close bondage, whereby consumers conduct a subjective comparison of the organizational entity and the 
consumer's own identity. By pursuing joint value system and belonging, consumers define their own identities through 
the relationship between them and company. (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003)ǄAccording to past literature, when the public 
attribute the crisis to a given company, consumers will generate negative opinions of the company. When consumers 
regard the crises as continual occurrences, consumer identification with the company will be lower; furthermore, when 
consumers regard the crises controllable, consumer identification with the company will be undermined. Thus, this study 
proposes its hypotheses as follows: 
H3a: Locus will have negative impact on consumer-company identification. 
H3b: Stability will have negative impact on consumer-company identification. 
H3a: Controllability will have negative impact on consumer-company identification. 
3. Methodology 
ġ This study adopts 4(internal personal / external personal / internal impersonal / external impersonal) × 2(high image 
v.s. low image) between-subjects factorial design as the model of experimental design, which uses different types of 
product-harm crises to measure consumer attribution and consumer-company identification. In addition, the moderating 
effect of CSR image is also taken into account. To begin with, the current study sets up a virtual drink manufacturing 
company, and gives a brief a description for participants to understand the current operation conditions of the company. 
A virtual company is chosen for the experiment in order that the predetermined impression of the participants will not 
spoil the results. 
ġ The experiment designs of the current study are divided into three sections. For the first section, the participants are 
given a situational description to have a proper grasp the operation scenarios and CSR image of the enterprise. The study 
also designs some question items to test if the participants have carefully read the scenarios. Three questions of five-
point scale adopted from Dean (2003), Lichtenstein et al. (2004), and Menon and Kahn (2003) are used to measure CSR 
image of the company (e.g. “I think that X enterprise is backing charities.” “I think X enterprise faces up to its CSR” “I 
think X enterprise is willing to share their profits with the society.” Cronbach α=.963). The second section is the 
manipulation of product-harm crises. Different scenario of product-harm crisis is designed to derive from different 
causes and depicted in written words. Test items are also designed to make sure if the manipulation is successful. The 
current study adopts constructs proposed by Weiner (1980) and question items of five-point Likert scale to measure 
consumer attribution. One question is for locus. (“I think the crisis is created by X enterprise itself”˅; three questions 
for stability˄“I think the crisis is a common occurrence in X enterprise.” “I think the same crisis will happen again in 
X enterprise.” “I think the same event has happened in X enterprise before.” Cronbach α=.760˅, one question for 
controllability.˄“I think X enterprise is able to control this crisis”˅ Five questions of five-point Likert scale borrowed 
from Einwiller, Fedorikhin, Johnson, and Kamins (2006) to measure consumer-company identification˄“I think X 
enterprise and I have the same values.” “I think X enterprise and I share the same images.” “I think X enterprise and I 
are acting the same way.” “I think I can identify myself with X enterprise.” “I think I am willing to stand behind X 
enterprise.” Cronbach α=.940˅. 
ġ Considering the sampling homogeneity, participants are composed of eight different groups of one university students 
from the same management college. The participating students take similar classes and share similar opinions of matters; 
thus, the composition of the sample can minimize the differences of different experiments. Eight versions of 
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questionnaires are randomly distributed. 283 distributed questionnaires with 43 deducted due to erroneous tests items 
and incomplete answers, 240 questionnaires are valid sample. 
4. Ņata Analysis 
4.1 The Influence of Product-Harm Crises on Consumer Attribution 
In order to understand if different types of product-harm crises influence consumer attribution, the present study 
adopts one-way ANOVA for examination. Locus (F=36.687, p<0.001), stability (F=13.248, p<0.001), and 
controllability (F=9.723, p<0.001) all show significant differences. For the influence of crises on locus, the mean in 
numerical order is internal personal˄M=3.75˅, internal impersonal˄M=3.28˅, external impersonal˄M=2.78˅, 
and external personal˄M=2.55˅˗on stability, the mean in numerical order is internal personal˄M=3.58˅, internal 
impersonal˄M=3.10˅, external impersonal˄M=3.02˅, external personal˄M=2.98˅˗on controllability, the mean 
in numerical order is internal personal˄M=3.67˅, external personal (M=3.26),  external impersonal˄M=3.24˅and 
internal impersonal˄M=3.12˅. Thus, H1a and H1b are partially supported, but H1c is not supported. 
4.2 The Moderating Effect of CSR 
In order to understand whether CSR has moderating effect on the relationship between product-harm crises and 
consumer attribution, the current study employs CSR image and types of product-harm crises as independent variables, 
which are tested by two-way ANOVA. The results show that when CSR image is adopted as the moderating variable, 
the interactive effect of CSR image and product-harm crises has significant differences on locusȐF=12.953, p<0.001
ȑ, stabilityȐF=6.101, p<0.01ȑ, and controllabilityȐF=6.617, p<0.001ȑ.  Under the crises scenarios of internal 
personalȐM high CSR image=3.20,M low CSR image=4.30,F=38.845, p<0.001ȑand external personalȐM high CSR 
image=2.27, M low CSR image=2.83,F=27.844, p<0.001ȑ, locus shows significant difference; while it shows no 
significant difference for locus under the crises scenarios of internal impersonalȐM high CSR image =3.37, M low 
CSR image =3.20,F=.640, p=0.427 ȑ and external impersonal Ȑ M high CSR image=2.77, M low CSR 
image=2.80,F=.079, p=0.779ȑ. There are significant differences in stability under the scenarios of internal personalȐ
M high CSR image =3.22, M low CSR image =3,93, F=23.929, p<0.001ȑ, internal impersonalȐM high CSR image 
=2.80, M low CSR image =3.40, F=19.575, p<0.001ȑ, and external personalȐM high CSR image =2.62, M low CSR 
image =3.34, F=50.777, p<0.001ȑ; no significant difference show under the scenario of external impersonal (M high 
CSR image=3.00, M low CSR image =3.03, F=.055, p=0.816). There are significant differences in controllability under 
the crises scenarios of internal personalȐM high CSR image =3.40, M low CSR image =3.93,F=18.622, p<0.001ȑ, 
internal impersonalȐM high CSR image =3.03, M low CSR image =3.44, F=8.629, p<0.001ȑ, and external personal
ȐM high CSR image =2.93, M low CSR image=3.31, F=6.398, p<0.05ȑǹ there is no significance under the scenario 
of external impersonalȐM high CSR image =3.40, M low CSR image =3.11, F=3.212, p = 0.078ȑ. Thus, H2a, H2c 
and H2d are supported; H2b partially supported. 
4.3 The Influence of Consumer Attribution on Consumer-Company Identification 
In order to understand if consumer attribution has impact on consumer-company identification, the current study uses 
linear regression to test the results. Locus (β=-0.184, p<0.01)and stability (β=-0.289, p<0.001)have significant 
influences on consumer-company identification; while controllabilityȐβ=0.007, p=0.926ȑhas no significant influence 
on consumer-company identification. Therefore H3a and H3b are supported, but H3c is not. 
5. Conclusion and implications 
5.1 Conclusion 
The empirical results show that when a given enterprise is struck by an internal product-harm crisis, the locus will be 
greater than that of the external product-harm crisis. That is, when internal product-harm crisis happens, consumers will 
regard the crisis as the company’s own fault and a repeated occurrence. When personal product-harm crisis arises, its 
controllability will be greater than that of impersonal product-harm crisis; that is, when an enterprise is faced with a 
personal product-harm crisis, consumers will regard it as an event to be controlled by the enterprise. The result is 
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consistent with the previous ones. In comparison with accidents (impersonal product-harm crises), intentional incidents 
(personal product-harm crises) will lead to more consumer attribution. 
Additionally, the current study also show product-harm crises of different causes will impact on consumer attribution 
to stability; in other words, other than frequency, causes of the crises also influences the attribution to stability. When 
an enterprise is hit by an internal product-harm crisis, its stability will be greater than that of the external product-harm 
crisis. Consumers will regard the crisis as repeated happenings. 
Notably, only under the scenarios of internal personal and external personal, the interactive effect between CSR image 
and product-harm crises has significant influences on locus, stability and controllability. In other words, in comparison 
with enterprises with low CSR image, those with high CSR image can reduce consumers’ attribution to locus, stability, 
and controllability. Consumers attribute the causes of crises to external, inconstant, and uncontrollable factors. In 
contrast, the interactive effect has significant influence on stability and controllability only under the internal impersonal 
scenario. The present study draws the inference that since the crisis is caused by impersonal factors, consumer attribution 
to locus will not be affected. Thus, enterprises with high CSR image are more able to leave consumers with the 
impression that crises are contingent and uncontrolled by the enterprises. Besides, under the external impersonal 
scenario, the interactive effect has no significant influence on consumer attribution. That is, CSR image does not 
influence consumer attribution to external impersonal product-harm crises. 
On the influence of consumer attribution on consumer-company identification, the results show that only locus and 
stability have negative influences on consumer-company identification, and controllability does not. The study contends 
that when the locus is of the enterprise, consumers will reproach it and generate negative reactions; consequently, their 
identification will be eroded. Besides, if consumers regard crises as repeated, they tend to consider the enterprise 
unwilling and insincere to make improvement; thus, their identification with the enterprise will be undermined. In 
comparison, controllability has not impact on consumer-company identification. The study assumes that consumers may 
have to take more time observing the consequences of the event before they decide if the company has to take 
accountability for the event. Thus, that controllable or uncontrollable the crisis is does not immediately influence 
consumer identification.  
5.2 Managerial Implication 
In view of the aforementioned conclusions, this study proposes two managerial implications. First, different product-
harm crisis will influence consumer attribution. According to previous research, consumers automatically attribute 
responsibility when they are faced with defective or dangerous products (Folkes, 1984; Folkes & Kotsos, 1986). The 
current study finds that internal and personal product-harm crises have the greatest influences on consumer attribution. 
As a result, the present study suggests that enterprises improve quality control and personnel management inside 
enterprises to reduce the probabilities of internal and personal product-harm crises. With lower probability of crises, 
enterprises enjoy higher consumer confidence and reputation. Second, CSR image can serve as defense mechanism 
against product-harm crises. The study finds that CSR image will influence consumer attribution only under scenarios 
of internal personal, internal impersonal, and external personal product harm crises. As a result, in addition to their 
essential daily operations, enterprises are suggested to integrate CSR initiatives into their overall operations. By doing 
so, they can elevate reputation and image on one hand. On the other hand, high CSR image will neutralize the influences 
of crises on the enterprises.  
5.3 Research limitations and suggestions for future research 
This study proposes three research limitations and suggestions. First, sample of the study is limited to students aged 
between 18 and 30 in central Taiwan; thus, the findings may not be generalized to the attribution model of the public. A 
larger sample is suggested to recruit consumers of different ages and work of life. Second, in order to get rid of the 
predetermined impression or perspective on certain enterprise, this study sets up a virtual enterprise and depicts it as a 
large one. Thus, the findings may only be applicable to large manufacturing company. Different sizes and categories of 
enterprises are suggested for the future study. Third, this study only discusses the influences of CSR image on consumer 
attribution. Future studies may investigate fit between CSR types and product-harm crises. That is, they can examine 
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what type of CSR can effectively reduce negative influences generated by crises or what kind of fit between CSR type 
and crises type is more favorable for consumer attribution. 
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